Social Work Students’ Knowledge and Attitudes toward Autism by Buckner, Hannah & Kutz, Jenna
Background
In relation to social work, 75% 
of social workers may work with 
a client with a developmental 
disability, including autism 
(Haney, 2017).
Social workers should also 
embrace neurodiversity, which is 
a term that describes neurological 
differences among persons 
including those with autism. The 
term has been used to redefine 
autism as a cultural identity rather 
than a negative connotation that 
separates people with autism 
from neurotypical people. Social 
workers can use this term to 
bring empowerment and a sense 
of connection to society as well 
as help clients embrace 
differences as positive rather than 
negative. 
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Abstract
The number of children with autism is on the rise, which means that increasingly social workers 
must be prepared to practice with this population.  In fact, it is reported that 75% of social 
workers work with clients who have developmental disability including autism (Haney 2018). The 
attitudes they hold towards people with autism will invariably shape their approaches and 
practice to them.  Accordingly, social worker students need to build an awareness of the needs 
and struggles that people with autism face in society, so that they can be equipped to serve 
them at all levels of social work practice. Despite the significance, little is known about social 
workers' knowledge, perception and attitudes toward this population.
The current study seeks to address this gap by exploring the attitudes that Bachelor’s of Social 
Work (BSW) and Master’s of Social Work (MSW) students hold towards people with autism. 
These students, who are enrolled at a liberal arts University in the Spring 2020 semester, are 
being assessed using the Societal Attitudes towards Autism Scale (SATA). Preliminary results 
show variation in attitudes based on demographic and education factors.  These results hold 
implications for social work practice. 
Key Results
▪ Overall, social work students had positive attitudes 
towards people with autism.
Attitudes varied along several factors:
■ Younger social work students (age 18-21), 
compared to older age groups, were more likely to 
strongly agree that people with autism should 
have the opportunity to go to college (0.029, 
p<0.05). 
■ Older students, compared to those in a younger 
age group were less likely to agree that persons 
with autism can demonstrate negative behaviors 
repetitively (0.025, p<0.05).
■ Social work students who were related to persons 
with autism, compared to those students who 
were not related to persons with autism, saw that 
they are capable of forming relationships and 
being affectionate (0.007, p<0.05). 
Practice Implication
There is a need for social work students to engage in general 
disability coursework. 
▪ There is a need for cultural competence training on working with 
people who have disabilities; acceptance of social model of 




▪ Program: 56 BSW, 2 MSW
▪ Race: 53.6% White, 28.6% 
African American, 1.8% 
Hispanic/Latino, 16.1% Other
▪ Gender: 92.9% Female, 3.6% 
Male, 3.6% Other
▪ Age Range: 78.6% in 18-21age 
range; 12.5% in 22-25 age 
range; 8.9% in 26 and above age 
range. 
Procedure & Measurement:
▪ Approved by IRB #20080
▪ Non-probability sampling.
▪ The survey was conducted using 
7 demographic questions and 26 
questions from the 2012 Societal 
Attitudes towards Autism Scale 
(SATA).
▪ SPSS was used for the analysis. 
